A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School improvement plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidence-Based Reflections

Introduction
Educational improvement is a continuous process driven by School improvement planning. Schools identify key priorities, aligning them with national policies and frameworks to enhance teaching and learning. This assignment will critically evaluate the development and implementation of a strategic target within PTE School (an alias used in accordance with BERA, 2018 ethical guidelines to ensure confidentiality). The focus is on Target 2: To raise standards in Welsh with a focus on speaking skills, reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment, as outlined in the school’s School Improvement Plan (SIP) for 2024-2025 (PTE School, 2023)

This target was prioritised in response to national and regional directives, including the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), Estyn’s recommendations for improving Welsh-speaking skills (Estyn, 2024), and Welsh Government initiatives of reaching 1 million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017). By critically evaluating this strategic target, this assignment will explore the rationale, implementation process, and impact of the intervention, drawing on relevant literature and school-based evidence.

PTE School is located in Bridgend, South Wales. The school has 407 pupils, ranging from Nursery to Year 6. The majority of the pupils come from English-speaking households. This can create a challenge for Welsh language development, as many children have limited exposure to Welsh outside the school environment. The school faces additional challenges related to socio-economic factors, with a percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals, which can impact their engagement and achievement in language learning (My local school, n.d). Despite these challenges, PTE school is committed to fostering a Welsh language environment and has implemented various initiatives to improve Welsh-speaking standards and support its pupils' language development. To address this, the school has committed to improving Welsh-speaking standards through a comprehensive action plan. 

The assignment will begin with a review of literature on School improvement planning and Welsh-language priorities, before an analysis of how PTE School implemented this target, an evaluation of its impact, and a reflection on lessons learned.

Literature Review
The school improvement plan (SIP) in Wales plays a pivotal role in shaping the trajectory of educational improvement in schools. In the context of Welsh language, one of the key challenges faced by schools is raising Welsh-speaking standards. This literature review explores the school development process in Wales, the purpose and requirements of the SIP, the influence of Welsh Government policies, the barriers to developing Welsh oracy skills, and the impact of poverty on language attainment. Additionally, it identifies gaps in existing research and potential areas for innovation, such as the use of digital tools to support Welsh language acquisition.

The school improvement plan (SIP) serves as a strategic framework designed to improve school performance. It outlines a school's vision for enhancement, detailing targets for both short-term improvements and long-term goals. According to the Welsh Government (2021), the SIP must align with national priorities, including the promotion of Welsh language, raising educational standards, and improving pupil outcomes. Through this framework, schools are expected to identify specific areas for improvement, such as curriculum delivery, teaching practices, and student well-being, and put in place strategies to address these priorities.

A key feature of the SIP is its requirement to adhere to Welsh Government policies that aim to raise educational standards across Wales. One significant policy is the Curriculum for Wales (CfW), which emphasises the development of Welsh language as an essential skill for learners. The CfW encourages schools to foster Welsh and English language skills in an integrated manner throughout the curriculum. 

In addition to the CfW, schools are also required to develop and implement Welsh in Education Strategic Plans (WESPs). These plans are specifically designed to increase Welsh-medium education and improve Welsh-language provision in schools. The implementation of WESPs is crucial for achieving the Welsh Government’s target of growing the number of Welsh speakers. Estyn, the independent inspectorate for schools in Wales, plays a significant role in ensuring that schools adhere to these policies. Estyn assesses how well schools are embedding Welsh language education and makes recommendations to raise standards, which can be seen in their evaluations of Welsh-medium provision (Estyn, 2019).

Raising Welsh-speaking standards presents several challenges. One of the key barriers to the development of Welsh oracy skills is the limited exposure to Welsh outside of school. In areas where Welsh is not commonly spoken, pupils often lack the opportunity to practice their language skills in real-world contexts. This lack of linguistic immersion outside the classroom can hinder the development of both speaking and listening skills. According to Baker and Wright (2021), the absence of authentic, everyday interaction in Welsh is a significant challenge to fluency.

Additionally, socioeconomic factors can exacerbate these challenges. The Welsh Government has acknowledged that socioeconomic disadvantages can affect children's proficiency in both Welsh and English and efforts are being made to provide more opportunities for children to experience and use the Welsh language in everyday activities, aiming to mitigate the impact of socioeconomic factors on language development (Yr Adran Plant, n.d). These pupils often do not have the same opportunities to engage in Welsh language activities outside school, which can impede their overall language development.

The plan prioritises professional development, with the AoLE Lead attending Welsh language progression training with the Central South Consortium (CSC) (Cymraeg, 2017) and cascading this knowledge to staff. CSC will also provide training on Welsh second language expectations, ensuring a consistent approach across the school. Teachers will implement agreed actions, while Criw Cymraeg will lead playground games and support incidental Welsh use. Initiatives such as Brawddeg yr Wythnos will further embed Welsh phrases, contributing to the goal of achieving the Bronze Award for Siarter Iaith Gymraeg (Siarter Iaith - Hwb, no date). Ongoing staff training and regular reviews of provision and standards will support improved pupil confidence and competence in spoken Welsh.

To address barriers to Welsh language development, several evidence-based strategies have been implemented. Criw Cymraeg fosters peer-led language promotion, creating a culture where Welsh is valued and frequently used. The National Centre for Learning Welsh (2020) highlights how such initiatives increase pupils’ confidence and engagement. Schools engaged in the Cymraeg Campus award scheme also report higher levels of Welsh language engagement and attainment (Welsh Government, 2019).

A critical challenge is the link between socioeconomic disadvantage and language proficiency. Pupils from low-income backgrounds often have reduced exposure to language-rich environments, impacting both Welsh and English acquisition (Welsh Government, 2020). Targeted interventions, such as Pupil Premium funding and Language for Life initiatives, aim to close this gap by supporting literacy development and engaging families in language learning (Welsh Government, 2023). Additionally, digital tools like Duolingo and SaySomethingInWelsh offer interactive opportunities for language practice beyond the classroom, particularly in areas with limited Welsh exposure (WelshAntur, 2024).

Improving Welsh-speaking standards requires a multifaceted approach. While the Curriculum for Wales and Welsh in Education Strategic Plans provide a framework, challenges remain, particularly in English-dominant communities and among disadvantaged pupils. However, initiatives such as Criw Cymraeg, incidental Welsh use, and Siarter Iaith Gymraeg show promise in fostering engagement. Addressing socioeconomic barriers and leveraging digital tools will be key to ensuring sustained improvements in Welsh language proficiency across Wales.

Developing an Action Point
The target of improving Welsh-speaking standards is a direct response to Estyn’s recommendation that schools raise the standard of Welsh language education. Estyn’s reports have identified that many schools face challenges in fostering fluency in the language. Therefore, improving Welsh-speaking standards is not only essential for meeting Estyn’s expectations but also for adhering to the Welsh Government’s strategic focus on speaking Welsh, a central component of the Curriculum for Wales (CfW).

The Curriculum for Wales emphasises Welsh language as a key objective, aiming to ensure that all learners develop proficiency in both Welsh and English by the time they leave school. The importance of the Welsh language is further reinforced by the school’s own vision, which aims to foster a Welsh-speaking culture among pupils. This vision aligns with the Welsh Government’s policies, which seek to increase the number of Welsh speakers to 1 million by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017). As a result, the target of improving Welsh-speaking standards is linked to these national priorities and reflects the school’s commitment to developing a robust ethos that will benefit both pupils and the broader community.

This target was prioritised based on feedback gathered from pupil voice, which revealed a lack of confidence among many pupils when it comes to speaking Welsh. Despite receiving Welsh language instruction, many pupils expressed hesitation in using Welsh outside formal lessons, highlighting a gap between their language learning in school and its application in everyday settings. This lack of confidence has contributed to difficulties in achieving oral fluency. This target has been prioritised to address these issues and to encourage greater fluency and confidence in Welsh-speaking both inside and outside the classroom.

To achieve the goal of improving Welsh-speaking standards, a comprehensive plan has been devised, which addresses professional development, whole-school strategies, curriculum development, and community engagement. These actions are designed to provide a varied approach to language acquisition and to create an environment in which Welsh is regularly spoken and valued.

Professional development is a key component of this plan. Teachers will receive training in Welsh second language progression through the Central South Consortium (CSC). This training will focus on developing teachers' understanding of how to support pupils at various stages of language acquisition. In addition, online Welsh language courses will be made available to staff, enabling them to improve their own language skills and build the confidence necessary to integrate Welsh into their teaching. This professional development will ensure that teachers are equipped to support pupils in achieving greater fluency in Welsh.

Whole-school strategies will also play a significant role in the implementation of this action plan. The introduction of Brawddeg yr Wythnos (Sentence of the Week) will provide pupils with an opportunity to use Welsh in their daily interactions. A new sentence will be displayed each week in classrooms and around the school, encouraging pupils to incorporate Welsh into their conversations. In addition, Criw Cymraeg, a student-led group, will take an active role in promoting Welsh throughout the school. They will organise activities such as Welsh language games during playtime and lead Welsh-focused assemblies. This will create a lively, Welsh-speaking atmosphere that encourages all pupils to engage with the language. Teachers will also be encouraged to integrate Welsh into their classroom routines by using simple Welsh phrases for greetings and instructions, further reinforcing the language in everyday contexts.

Curriculum development will focus on the integration of speaking tasks across all Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs). By ensuring that speaking tasks are embedded in all subjects, pupils will have regular opportunities to practice their Welsh in a variety of contexts. This approach will help improve their fluency by encouraging them to use Welsh in more natural and meaningful ways. Additionally, the school will promote the use of dialogic teaching techniques, where pupils engage in discussions and collaborative tasks using Welsh. This approach will support the development of higher-level speaking skills and ensure that pupils can use Welsh confidently in more complex situations.

Engagement with parents and the wider community will be crucial to the success of this plan. The school will offer workshops for parents to provide them with the tools to support their children’s Welsh language development at home. These workshops will offer practical strategies for using Welsh in everyday life, bridging the gap between school and home. Details of the workshops will be shared in the weekly newsletter for those parents unable to attend.

The impact of the action plan will be monitored through a variety of methods. Pupil voice surveys will be conducted regularly to assess pupils’ confidence in speaking Welsh. These surveys will provide valuable insights into pupils’ perceptions of their own language abilities and will help identify areas where additional support may be required. In addition, classroom observations will be used to monitor how effectively Welsh is being used during lessons. Teachers will observe student participation in Welsh-language activities and assess their engagement with speaking tasks. The school will also track progress through Welsh oracy assessments, which will help identify improvements in speaking fluency over time.

The strengths of this action plan lie in its comprehensive, whole-school approach. By integrating Welsh into every aspect of school life, pupils will be exposed to the language on a consistent basis, helping to reinforce its use both inside and outside the classroom. The role of Criw Cymraeg as language ambassadors is particularly powerful, as it allows pupils to take ownership of their Welsh language development and become leaders in promoting the language throughout the school. This peer-led approach can create a positive feedback loop, where pupils feel more confident and motivated to speak Welsh.
However, there are also challenges to consider. While parent workshops will offer some support, there may still be a gap in terms of parents’ ability to engage fully with their children’s language learning. Additionally, there is a need for further professional development for staff, particularly in relation to teaching Welsh as a second language. While the training provided by the Central South Consortium and online courses will be helpful, ongoing professional development will be necessary to ensure that all staff have the skills and confidence to teach Welsh effectively.

The plan to improve Welsh-speaking standards in the school takes a holistic approach that involves professional development, school-wide initiatives, curriculum integration, and community engagement. By providing regular opportunities for pupils to practice Welsh in a variety of contexts and creating an environment where Welsh is consistently used and valued, the school aims to foster greater fluency and confidence in the language. While there are challenges to overcome, the comprehensive nature of the plan offers a solid foundation for success. This initiative will contribute to the school’s vision of fostering a Welsh language culture and supporting the Welsh Government’s goals for Welsh language in education.

Reflection and Evaluation
The implementation of the action plan to improve Welsh-speaking standards has yielded positive results in various areas. One of the key successes has been the improvement in pupil confidence when using Welsh. Many pupils have shown greater willingness to speak the language, both in formal lessons and in informal contexts. This increased confidence can be attributed to the consistent use of incidental Welsh throughout the school. The Brawddeg yr Wythnos initiative, alongside the involvement of Criw Cymraeg in promoting Welsh during playtimes and assemblies, has created an environment where pupils feel more comfortable and encouraged to use Welsh in their daily interactions.

Staff engagement with Welsh oracy strategies has also improved. Teachers have demonstrated a stronger commitment to integrating Welsh into their classrooms, with many incorporating simple Welsh phrases into their routines and using Welsh more frequently in instruction. The use of dialogic teaching techniques has enabled pupils to practice Welsh in meaningful contexts, fostering a deeper engagement with the language. As a result, Welsh has become more embedded in the school’s culture.

Despite these successes, there remain several challenges to address. While many staff have embraced the use of Welsh oracy strategies, some teachers still require further support in embedding these practices into their daily teaching. For example, there is a need for more training on how to effectively support language learners in using Welsh across different subject areas. Moreover, parental engagement remains a challenge.

To further enhance the impact of the action plan, several evidence-based recommendations can be made. First, enhancing professional development (CPD) should be a priority. More targeted training for teachers on Welsh oracy development will help ensure that all staff are equipped to support pupils at varying levels of language proficiency. This CPD should also focus on integrating Welsh into different AoLEs (Areas of Learning and Experience), promoting cross-curricular language use. Second, strengthening home-school links is crucial for continued progress. Developing home-learning resources will enable parents to support their children’s Welsh language development, even if they are not fluent in Welsh themselves. Additionally, utilizing digital platforms to engage parents in Welsh-learning activities can provide a more accessible way for families to become involved in their children's language education. Lastly, to increase the use of Welsh beyond the classroom, more informal Welsh opportunities should be embedded across the school. Encouraging cross-curricular Welsh conversations in subjects such as mathematics, science, and art will further promote the language in real-life contexts. Additionally, pupil-led initiatives should be expanded, as these have proven effective in increasing student engagement and providing more opportunities for informal Welsh use. Encouraging pupils to take ownership of their language learning fosters a sense of pride and responsibility in using Welsh, contributing to a positive, language-rich school culture.

Conclusion
In conclusion, raising Welsh-speaking standards is a crucial step in aligning with national priorities set by the Welsh Government. The whole-school approach at PTE School has facilitated positive progress in pupils' Welsh-speaking confidence and engagement, particularly through initiatives like Criw Cymraeg and the integration of incidental Welsh into daily school life. However, challenges remain, particularly in addressing the disparity in language proficiency across ability groups and improving parental engagement, especially in English-speaking households.

Key lessons learned from this process highlight the importance of structured support for both staff and pupils. Professional development, the leadership of Criw Cymraeg, and increased parental engagement have all been instrumental in fostering a more Welsh-speaking school culture. Additionally, addressing the socioeconomic barriers to language development requires innovative, sustained intervention to ensure that all pupils, regardless of background, can access the support they need.

Looking ahead, strengthening evidence-based approaches to Welsh language will be crucial, with a continued focus on reflective practice and the adaptation of strategies to meet evolving needs. Personally, this experience has deepened my understanding of the complexities involved in school improvement and leadership in educational change. It has also reinforced my commitment to fostering inclusive, Welsh language learning environments in future teaching, ensuring that all learners can thrive in both Welsh and English.
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